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Grangé,	 Simon	Greenhill,	 Harald	Hammarström,	Andy	 Pawley,	Ger	 Reesink,	Malcolm	Ross,	
Alan	Rumsey,	Ruth	Singer,	Lourens	de	Vries,	as	well	as	 to	Susan	Ford	and	Aung	Si	 for	 their	
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hand	not	generally	including	the	Lesser	Sunda	islands	in	the	Indonesian	archipelago.	
	 Nor	are	definitions	in	terms	of	language	families	easy	to	make	cleanly.	The	Austronesian	







	 For	 the	 non-Austronesian	 languages	 of	 Melanesia	 and	 its	 surrounds	 (excluding	




this	 is,	consider	how	unsatisfactory	it	would	be	to	use	a	 term	like	‘Eurasian’	for	 the	set	











state	 of	 Papuan	 linguistic	 studies	 stems	 from	many	 reasons.	These	 include	 the	 recency	
of	 linguistic	 research	 in	 the	 area,	 the	 inaccessibility	of	many	 sites,	 the	 lack	of	 relevant	
training	 organisations	 in	 the	 countries	 concerned,	 the	 fragmentation	 of	 research	 across	









Indonesia,	 in	 February	 2010,	 with	 the	 support	 of	 the	Australian	 Netherlands	 Research	
Council,	the	Australian	National	University,	and	the	Max	Planck	Institute	for	Evolutionary	
Anthropology	 in	Leipzig,	 all	 of	whom	we	 thank	 for	 their	 financial	 assistance.	 It	 is	 not	
simply	a	conference	proceedings,	however	–	it	represents	merely	a	selection	of	papers	from	








of Melanesia: Quantifying the level of coverage	 by	 Hammarström	 &	 Nordhoff,	 adds	
precision	 to	 this	 statement	by	presenting	 relevant	figures	 from	 their	LangDoc	database.	
This	database	aims	 to	give	comprehensive	global	 listing	of	all	materials	existing	on	all	
languages,	along	with	an	initial,	approximate	metric	of	degree	of	coverage.	As	the	authors	






and	 in	 their	paper	 they	outline	 their	 scheme	 in	detail	as	well	as	comparing	 the	 level	of	
coverage	for	Melanesia	with	the	rest	of	the	world.	
	 First,	 regarding	 the	 total	proportion	of	 the	world’s	 languages	 spoken	 in	Melanesia,	
their	figures	count	1347	languages	that	are	‘Melanesian’	in	their	sense	(522	Austronesian,	
825	non-Austronesian)	of	 the	sub-region	of	Oceania	extending	from	the	Arafura	Sea	 in	
the	west	 to	Fiji	 in	 the	 east	 (see	figure	1	 in	 their	 chapter).	This	 is	 just	 over	 20%	of	 the	
world	 total	of	6496	 (living)	 languages	on	 their	 count	 (see	 their	 table	7),	with	 so-called	
‘Papuan	languages’	then	making	12.7%	of	the	world’s	total.	In	absolute	terms,	the	number	
of	 languages	 in	Melanesia	 (1,347)	 is	 almost	 identical	 to	 those	 in	 the	whole	 of	Eurasia	
(1,465),	these	two	being	surpassed	only	by	Africa	(1,986).
	 Second,	for	 their	assessment	of	 level	of	documentation,	 they	lump	together	Papuan	
with	all	Austronesian,	so	their	figures	also	include	the	rest	of	Indonesia,	the	Philippines,	













	 In	 the	years	 to	come	it	 is	 to	be	hoped	that	LangDoc	will	be	extended	to	give	more	
accurate	 metrics	 in	 a	 number	 of	 ways	 –	 something	 which	 will	 be	 aided	 to	 the	 extent	




level	of	 language	documentation	 found	 in	any	quarter	of	 the	earth.	The	combination	of	
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barrier’	 of	 the	 classical	 comparative	method,	 by	 drawing	 inferences	 from	 the	 signal	 in	
assemblages	 of	 typological	 traits	 rather	 than	 simply	 in	 the	 sound-meaning	 pairings	 of	
the	lexicon	and	grammatical	morphology.	Though	controversial	and	still	subject	to	fierce	
critique	 (see	 references	 in	 Reesink	 and	Dunn	 paper),	 it	 is	 likely	 that	 such	methods	 as	


















	 Will	 iterations	 of	 this	 type,	 by	filtering	 out	 the	more	 from	 the	 less	 diffusable	 over	
independent	cases	from	around	the	world,	allow	us	to	fine-tune	an	algorithm	like	Structure	
by	 weighting	 the	 evidentiary	 value	 of	 different	 typological	 characters	 as	 regards	 to	
phylogeny	vs	areality?	This	will	be	a	crucial	question	over	the	next	decades	of	scholarship	
as	 more	 extensive	 documentation	 of	 Melanesia’s	 languages	 provides	 us	 with	 more	
information	for	feeding	into	comparative	enterprises	like	Reesink	and	Dunn’s.	At	the	same	
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time,	their	work	reminds	us	that,	to	draw	maximum	benefit	from	research	like	theirs,	our	




	 The	next	 two	papers	each	consider	 regions	of	Melanesia	 in	which	 there	have	been	
complex	 interplays	between	 languages	belonging	 to	quite	different	 families,	 in	 a	 social	
environment	where	 different	 types	 of	 contact	 appear	 to	 have	 played	 a	 role	 at	 different	
points in the past.









noun-locational	order	 in	 locative	constructions,	 the	presence	of	a	 focus	particle	and	 the	
absence	of	a	passive	verb	form.	This	‘Papuanisation’	of	proto-Lamoholot	would	have	taken	
place	under	conditions	of	long-term	stable	contact	involving	preadolescents	acquiring	the	
complexities	of	both	Papuan	and	Austronesian	 languages	and	melding	 them	 into	a	new	
system. 
	 In	 a	 second	 phase,	 following	 the	migration	 of	Alorese	 speakers	 to	 Pantar	 and	 the	
separation	this	entailed	from	their	Lamoholot	cousins,	a	series	of	further	changes	would	
have	taken	place.	Alorese	contrasts	drastically	with	Lamoholot	in	terms	of	morphological	
complexity.	Where	 Lamoholot	 has	 two	 sets	 of	 subject	 affixes	 to	 the	 verb	 (prefixes	 for	
transitives,		suffixes	for	intransitives),	Alorese	relies	on	free	pronouns	with	all	but	a	few	
frequent	verbs	which	retain	fossilised	agent	prefixes.	And	where	Lamoholot	has	a	number	
of	derivational	affixes	 (some	productive,	 some	 lexicalised),	Alorese	has	no	derivational	













played	out	between	Austronesian	and	Papuan	 speakers	 in	 a	number	of	parts	of	Eastern	
Indonesia	 at	 different	 phases	 over	 the	 last	 two	 to	 three	 millennia.	 The	 very	 different	
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	 From	Nusa	Tenggara	we	 then	move	 east	 to	 the	 Southern	New	Guinea	 region,	 the	








more	 expansive	 and	militarised	 than	 their	 non-TNG	counterparts.	 It	 offers	 an	 excellent	
opportunity	for	historical	linguistics	to	study	the	mechanisms	by	which	Trans-New	Guinea	






1,	 as	well	 as	discussion	 in	 footnote	4	of	Evans’	 article.)	This	 suggests	 that,	 even	 if	 the	
presence	of	TNG	languages	in	Southern	New	Guinea	results	from	expansion	at	the	expense	
of	other	groups,	there	must	have	been	enough	stable	long-term	bi-	or	multilingualism	for	
significant	 linguistic	convergence	 to	occur.	The	 languages	of	 the	Southern	New	Guinea	
exhibit	 high	 levels	 of	 morphological	 complexity	 allied	 with	 a	 host	 of	 highly	 unusual	
typological	 features,	 and	 Evans’	 paper	 gives	 short	 sketches	 of	 two	 neighbouring	 but	
unrelated	languages	–	Nen	and	Idi	–	focussing	particularly	on	their	complex	verbal	and	





	 The	Southern	New	Guinea	case	–	 rooted	as	 it	 is	 in	a	system	of	marriage	by	sister-
exchange	which	 favours	 comparable	 demographies,	 interdependence,	 and	 intermarriage	
and	multilingualism	 between	 neighbouring	 groups	 –	 is	 a	 clear	 case	 of	 how	 prolonged	











	 Staying	 in	Southern	New	Guinea	and	sticking	 to	 the	 topic	of	grammatical	number,	
Wayan	Arka’s	paper	Projecting morphology and agreement in Marori, an isolate of southern 
New Guinea	 examines	 issues	of	how	 to	 represent	 systems	of	 ‘constructed’	grammatical	



















	 The	 difficulties	 involved	 in	 lining	 up	 language-specific	 descriptive	 categories	with	
comparative	 concepts	 are	 nicely	 illustrated,	 from	 a	 different	 theoretical	 perspective,	 in	
Mats	 Exter’s	 article	 ‘Realis’ and ‘Irrealis’ in Wogeo: A valid category?	 Recall	 that,	 in	
Reesink	and	Dunn’s	article,	one	of	their	questions	(50/87,	as	listed	in	their	appendix)	is	‘Is	
a	distinction	between	realis/irrealis	mood	available	as	a	morphological	choice	(1:	present,	








arise.	Wogeo	 has	 additional	 prefixal	 combinations	 expressing	 such	meanings	 as	 future,	









expected	 irrealis.	Exter	 then	 goes	 on	 to	 consider	what	 such	 cases	mean	 for	 the	 overall	
enterprise	 of	 trying	 to	 define	 terms	 like	 realis	 and	 irrealis	 in	 cross-linguistic	 terms.	He	
ends	up	arguing	against	the	usefulness	of	a	term	with	as	broad	a	range	as	the	realis-irrealis	
contrast	–	which,	if	accepted,	raises	the	possibility	that	typological	comparisons	may	be	
more	 successful	 if	 they	work	 at	much	more	 semantically-specified	 levels	where	 cross-
linguistic comparison can be more precise.
	 The	 next	 two	 papers	 examine	 the	 embedding	 of	 language	 in	 its	 sociocultural	 and	
psychological	contexts.	
	 Darja	 Hoenigman’s	 paper	 From mountain talk to hidden Talk: Continuity and 





change	–	 in	 the	form	of	Christian	strictures	against	 the	ongoing	use	of	some	traditional	
registers.
	 Traditionally,	 Awiakay	 people	 used	 a	 special	 register,	 known	 as	 ‘mountain	 talk’,	
to	 protect	 themselves	 from	mountain	 spirits	when	 travelling	 up	 into	mountain	 regions;	
this	 involved	 the	 substitution	or	avoidance	of	a	number	of	 lexical	 items.	The	arrival	of	
Christianity	has	arrested	 the	use	of	 ‘mountain	 talk’,	with	 the	 recognition	 it	gives	 to	 the	
power	of	pagan	spirits,	and	knowledge	and	use	of	this	traditional	register	is	in	decline.	But	
at the same time, another special register has come into use, kay menda or	‘hidden	talk’.	




	 Though	Awiakay	 is	 traditionally	 spoken	 in	 just	 one	 village,	 and	 would	 therefore	
normally	 have	 been	 incomprehensible	 to	 outsiders,	 the	 recent	 arrival	 of	 Tok	 Pisin	
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perilous	territory	where	one	goes	to	obtain	valued	items,	encountering	dangerous	entities	
(mountain	 spirits	 before,	 rascals	 now)	 and	 dangers	 (sickness	 before,	 robbery	 and	 theft	
now),	preventing	 these	dangers	 through	judicious	out-of-the-ordinary	 language	use,	and	
predominantly	involving	men	who	are	the	ones	travelling	to	the	dangerous	destinations.	
The	most	 interesting	difference,	on	her	comparison,	has	 to	do	with	who	is	held	to	have	
created	 the	 special	 register.	 In	 the	 case	of	mountain	 talk	 this	 is	 attributed	 to	 ‘mountain	
spirits’	deep	in	the	past,	whereas	in	the	case	of	‘hidden	talk’	the	process	of	creation	is	still	
taking	place,	involves	contemporary	Awiakay	individuals,	and	is	therefore	a	process	that	
is	 amenable	 to	 direct	 research	 on	 such	 questions	 as	 how	 rival	 innovations	 are	 selected	
between,	which	items	are	chosen	for	camouflaging,	and	how	changes	are	propagated	from	
innovative individuals to the community. 




















terms in a language impacts negatively on arithmetical manipulations, and that it is not 
enough	 to	possess	 a	 language	with	 appropriate	 terms	but	 that	one	must	 also	be	able	 to	
access	it	online	in	order	to	successfully	carry	out	arithmetical	calculations.	




































archive,	 Paradisec,	 that	 the	 last	 article,	 by	Nicholas	Thieberger	 and	 Linda	 Barwick,	 is	
concerned: The Pacific and Regional Archive for Digital Sources in Endangered Cultures 
(PARADISEC): A resource for Melanesian linguistics.
 PARADISEC	 was	 established	 in	Australia	 in	 2003,	 by	 a	 team	 of	 researchers	 led	
by	Thieberger	 and	Barwick.	 It	was	 born	 as	 a	 response	 to	 the	 challenges	 set	 out	 in	 the	
preceding	paragraph,	from	an	awareness	that	a	vast	body	of	hard-won	field	data	was	at	risk	
of	vanishing	altogether–	partly	as	a	result	of	poor	facilities	in	local	archives	(e.g.	lack	of	




the	 reluctance	 of	 individuals	 to	make	 their	materials	 available	 to	 others	 until	 they	 had	
analysed	them	themselves	–	a	moment	which	sometimes	gets	overtaken	by	Alzheimer’s	or	
death.
	 Part	 of	 their	 article	 is	 devoted	 to	 showing	 how	 PARADISEC	 works,	 in	 terms	 of	
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collective and interdisciplinary approach to adding commentary and interpretation to 
primary material through time. 
	 The	nine	contributions	we	have	outlined	can	do	no	more	than	give	a	tantalising	glimpse	
of	the	challenges	raised	by	the	languages	of	Melanesia	–	for	linguists	and	scholars	in	allied	
fields,	 but	 also	 for	 educators,	 communication	 technologists,	 and	 development	 agencies	
wanting	to	focus	on	local	knowledge	and	expertise.	Most	importantly,	this	is	a	challenge	
of	utmost	interest	to	community	members	wanting	to	maintain	the	intellectual	wealth	held	




to	 attract	 a	 new	generation	 of	 adventurous	 and	 capable	 young	 scholars	 to	work	 in	 this	
fascinating,	diverse	and	hospitable	part	of	 the	world.	We	need	 to	build	capacity	among	
local	linguists	and	language	workers	in	the	countries	where	these	languages	are	spoken,	





	 There	 need	 to	 be	 many	 other	 developments	 like	 this,	 and	 international	 funding	
agencies need to be convinced that language diversity is a resource, not a handicap. This 
is	particularly	relevant	at	a	 juncture	when	key	sources	of	 international	research	funding	
over	the	last	two	decades		(the	Volkswagenstiftung’s	DoBeS	program,		the	Hans	Rausing	
Endangered Languages Program, the NWO Bedreigde Talen	 program	 and	 the	 ESF	
EuroBABEL	 program)	 are	 drawing	 to	 a	 close,	 or	 have	 already.	There	 is	 vast	 potential	
in	such	new	approaches	as	BOLD	or	Basic	Oral	Language	Documentation	(http://www.
boldpng.info/iwlp)	 and	mobile-phone	based	 crowd-sourcing	 to	 assist	 the	data-gathering	
process.	But	 the	need	 for	 long-term	 traditional	fieldwork	drawing	on	 the	knowledge	of	
linguists	who	learn	the	languages	and	cultures	on-site	will	remain	fundamental.	Finally,	
while	there	will	always	be	some	divergence	of	interest	between	missionary	organisations	
and	 academically-motivated	 researchers,	 the	 vast	 extent	 of	 missionary	 enterprises	
through	Melanesia	means	that	the	potential	for	fruitful	collaborative	work	is	vast,	given	
goodwill	on	both	sides.	An	important	recent	initiative	is	the	reestablishment	of	the	journal	
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international	 community	 of	 scholars	 dedicated	 to	 advancing	 our	 understanding	 of	 a	
linguistic territory that is arguably the least charted on earth.
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